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The Plight of the Food Animal 
Practitioner 
EDITORS NOTE: The facets of veterin-
ary medicine are increasing and shifts 
from one facet to another have been ob-
served throughout the history of the pro-
fession. One shift or trend is the decreas-
ing number of veterinarians entering into 
large animal or general practice. In order 
to gain a perspective on this trend we 
have presented the following questions 
to Dr. Don Casey, a large animal practi-
tioner from Carroll, Iowa, who is the 
senior member of a flourishing four man 
practice and Dr. John B. Herrick, Exten-
sion Veterinarian who has traveled in all 
states and knows more large animal prac-
titioners than anyone we know. We se-
lected the questions and they gave their 
opinions. 
Question: In a recent study of the N a-
tional Academy of Science we 
note there are close to 6,000 
general practitioners in the 
United States out of 25,000 vet-
erinarians and an expected in-
crease of only a few more by 
1980. How do you account for 
this small increase when we ex-
pect to graduate more and more 
veterinarians? 
Dr. Casey: At the present time there are 
more opportunities for the grad-
uate veterinarian than ever be-
fore. Large animal medicine is 
hard work and with a decrease 
in number of farms, larger live-
stock units and tremendous 
changes in animal agriculture, 
veterinarians are finding other 
phases of veterinary medicine 
more enticing and less work. 
Personally I find a general prac-
tice the most satisfying, reward-
ing challenge any professional 
man can encounter. 
Dr. Herrick: The sociological and eco-
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nomic changes in animal agri-
culture have resulted in shifts 
in the endeavors of veterinar-
ians. Companion pet practice 
has been more lucrative and en-
ables a veterinarian to enact 
more aspects of medicine. Like-
wise shifts are noted towards 
specialization. Equine practice, 
and industrial veterinary medi-
cine are examples. However, 
agriculture is rapidly turning to 
agribusiness; the values of rural 
and urban inhabitants have 
changed. Animal protein pro-
duction looks promising for the 
future. A general practitioner 
can also be a companion pet 
practitioner if he so desires, yet, 
the demands are such that spe-
cialization appears to be the best 
way to serve. 
Question: Do you feel that the financial 
rewards are greater in compan-
ion pet practice than in a gen-
eral practice? 
Dr. Casey: I have seen all kinds of sur-
veys and they show that small 
animal practitioners do make 
more money than large animal 
practitioners. We are more than 
satisfied with the income from 
our group practice and we deal 
with all types of animals in 
many different situations. We 
can be in the great out-of-doors 
away from the frustration of a 
city. Further, we can do any-
thing a city small animal practi-
tioner can do. 
Dr. Herrick: That depends upon the in-
dividual. The general practi-
tioner that becomes established 
as a consultant instead of a vet-
erinary mechanic and has the 
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business knowledge of running 
a practice, particularly a group 
practice, can command an equal 
income. However, he is going 
to have to shed the traditional 
practices and reach out and 
serve agribusiness. He must 
have a knowledge of all facets 
of animal protein production so 
he can best serve his clients. 
Unfortunately all graduate vet-
erinarians can't meet these spe-
cifications because of individual 
incapabilities. 
Question: Do you feel the large animal 
producers tend to use less and 
less veterinarians? Aren't there 
more inroads to large animal 
medicine than ever before, is 
this the reason we have less 
large animal practitioners? 
Dr. Casey: Yes, the larger the unit, the 
less use they have for the veter-
inarian on an individual animal 
basis. They can buy drugs as 
cheaply as we do; they can treat 
their own and they can drop the 
practitioner in a hurry. How-
ever, the practitioner that be-
comes engaged as part of the 
management team, that directs 
the producer to correctly per-
form veterinary mechanics, and 
offers a service that the pro-
ducer can't get anywhere else 
will still have a very busy and 
rewarding practice. We are go-
ing to have less veterinarians 
going from farm to farm on 
daily calls. 
Dr. Herrick: We see an increasing de-
mand from the large producer 
for training for him or his help-
ers in the correct procedure of 
innoculating, castrating, de-
horning and other routine pro-
cedures. However, they do want 
specific management advice, an 
accurate diagnosis and assist-
ance on purchasing and using 
drugs and biologics. Yes, there 
are less farms and less individ-
ual animal calls in the meat 
animal production units. We see 
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an increase in pleasure horses 
and other companion pets in a 
general practice. In a sense 
large animal protein producers 
are using less veterinary service, 
but more veterinary medicine. If 
they weren't they would be using 
the practitioner daily to "put out 
fires." 
Question: Do you think there is a place 
for animal technicians or para-
medics in a veterinary practice? 
.Dr. Casey: Yes, we have technicians in 
our practice. I feel a good tech-
nician is a great help to a prac-
titioner. If they are properly 
trained they can enable a vet-
erinarian to render more and 
better service. All other profes-
sions have them, it will take 
time for our profession to learn 
to use them. 
Dr. Herrick: Most veterinarians have 
had paramedical help for years 
and years. They were usually 
trained by the veterinarian. 
However, in this scientific age, 
technicians need to be trained 
in clinical pathology, microbiol-
ogy and other endeavors so they 
can assist the veterinarian to 
render greater service. Despite 
the opposition to "technicians" 
there are some 10,000 young 
men and women in America at-
tending some 30 to 40 technical 
schools. These people are desir-
ous of assisting veterinarians. 
The veterinary profession 
through the A VMA only recently 
have recognized these people 
and now are certifying these 
schools. As yet, there are only 
two schools certified in the 
United States. We have a long 
way to go. 
Question: Do you think our colleges of 
veterinary medicine are select-
ing the right students to go into 
veterinary medicine? Shouldn't 
they select more farm boys? 
Dr. Casey: The graduates I have worked 
with are well trained, I learn a 
lot from them. Farm experience 
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is good, but a city boy without 
the preformed habits of some 
farm boys are also great. Per-
sonally I like girls, too! 
Dr. Herrick: There are five to six eligible 
men and women for every slot. 
Selecting the right student de-
pends upon your point of view 
and where your interests are 
placed. Human nature can't be 
determined by academic rec-
ords. The best students don't al-
ways turn out to be the best pro-
fessional people. Yet, our rec-
ord stands in good staid. Our 
profession is young, growing 
and holds a bright future. My 
concern is for the students that 
don't make the profession; who 
is guiding them and where do 
they go? In my opinion they 
are "forgotten" people, frequent-
ly bitter and not good support-
ers of our profession. 
Question: As you see our large animal 
practitioners, are they trained 
well enough to cope with pro-
gress in animal protein produc-
tion? 
Dr. Casey: They are well trained in bas-
ics, but they need more and 
more knowledge of economics, 
nutrition, environmental quality 
and overall management. A 
sense of business never hurts. 
No one has the specifications to 
select that student that will turn 
out to be a good businessman. 
That's a natural ability. Who 
can predetermine what student 
will be a successful practi-
tioner? 
Dr. Herrick: Efforts are being made 
within the colleges of veterinary 
medicine to meet the trends and 
changes 'in animal agriculture. 
They never come fast enough. 
Continuing education is the ans-
swer, not just for the practi-
tioner, but for the teacher with-
in the university. It is much 
easier to criticize than to per-
form. Successful veterinarians 
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seldom criticize their alma 
mater. 
Question: What changes do you see in 
veterinary medicine in your 
practice area? 
Dr. Casey: Group practices, large ani-
mal in-patient clinics, more and 
more use of laboratories, special-
ization, compulsory "keeping 
up", and more use of techni-
cians. 
Dr. Herrick: As I look at the overall, I 
feel our companion pet practi-
tioners are in for trouble if we 
have a change in economics. 
Things are cyclic and in time, 
if economics change, large ani-
mal practice will look very good 
to many graduates. Right now 
it has never been better. We 
have to fully develop other fac-
ets of our profession if we are 
going to gainfully employ the in-
creasing number of graduates. 
Question: If you were to institute chang-
es for the future in the training 
of veterinary students, what 
would you include in the train-
ing program? 
Dr. Casey: Basically, the changes that 
are occurring look good. Year 
around clinics, preceptorships, 
head health programming, and 
more emphasis on the econom-
ics of practice. 
Dr. Herrick: Our students are well train-
ed in the basics of veterinary 
medicine. It is difficult to allow 
and provide specialization dur-
ing the four year training pro-
gram, although provisions are 
now in operation for a student 
to pursue particular interests 
that could lead to specialization. 
Emphasis on economics, inter-
digitalization of the facets of 
animal production and selected 
preceptorships will aid in direct-
ing the student. Most important 
is the philosophy of those in-
volved in the training of the 
student. 
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